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What's Important in School? Students Share Views
ORONO, Maine -- If anyone stops to ask their opinion, what do students say really
matters in school?
It's having a teacher ask how things are going and then actually stop and wait for a
answer before disappearing down the hall. Simply put, it's having an adult who cares
about them, values them as individuals, and sees them as more than a test taker or a seat
warmer, says Russell Quaglia, director of the National Center for Student Aspirations.
The Center, located at the University of Maine College of Education, has surveyed nearly
20,000 elementary and high school students around the country to help gauge their
aspirations and perceptions about themselves and their educations. The most consistent
message from students is that they don't feel they have a role in the learning process or a
connection to their schools, according to Quaglia. "It's like something is always being
done to them, but not with them," he explains.
Making children feel that they are an integral part of the educational process is a grownup job and responsibility, Quaglia stresses. "Students must be recognized as more than
academic entities," he says. "When children don't do well in school, they get blamed.
Those who score high on test are held up as good students and those who don't are
labeled as slow or poor achievers."
Schools and society set high standards and expectations for students, but they also should
be recognized for qualities such as effort, perseverance and citizenship, as well as their
academic achievement, according to Quaglia.
"If our students don't experience an atmosphere of community, shared responsibility, and
respect in school, they have missed a critical lesson and schools have wasted tremendous
potential," he says.
The National Center for Student Aspirations has identified eight conditions essential to
the developoment of student aspirations that need to be present and practiced in schools.
Those conditions are: achievement, belonging, curiosity, empowerment, excitement,
mentoring, risk-taking and self-confidence.
"It's mostly a matter of attitude," says Quaglia who, along with his staff, is working with
more than 100 schools and school districts on staff development and programming to
create a supportive atmosphere - and attitude - for the positive growth of student
aspirations.
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